Subcellular localization of immunoreactive oxytocin within thymic epithelial cells of the male mouse.
Immunoreactive oxytocin is expressed by thymic epithelial cells, which share properties with neuroendocrine cells. In order to investigate the assumed paracrine secretion of oxytocin, we studied the subcellular localization of immunoreactive oxytocin within thymic tissue and cultured thymic epithelial cells of the male mouse. Three types of immunoreactive cells were distinguished with the electron microscope. Immunoreactive oxytocin was found to be restricted to the cytoplasm by the use of pre- and postembedding methods. Some epithelial cells, especially in the cortex, showed a pronounced labelling of vesicular membranes and membrane tubules of the endoplasmic reticulum. In some cells, keratin filaments were associated with the electron-dense stain. Under culture conditions immunoreactive cells of different shapes were found, all displaying similar patterns of labelling. The contents of different types of vacuoles were only rarely labelled. A special class of immunoreactive exocytotic vesicles could not be identified. Thus, our results do not support neuroendocrine secretion of oxytocin via vesicles of thymic epithelial cells but offer alternative modes of secretion.